Abstract Developments in the late 1990s, including paramilitary cease-fires and the advent (albeit, short-lived) of devolved Government, offered a new dispensation from which to appraise the community relations problem in Northern Ireland and advocate policy action. This paper considers an emergent policy framework entitled A Shared Future. Drawing on the experience of delivering better relations through education in Northern Ireland, it argues that whilst A Shared Future reflects progress in how the problem of community relations is defined, many uncritical assumptions are made about the potential of suggested actions to address problems of intergroup fear, mistrust and hostility.
Introduction
In 2002, the government in Northern Ireland initiated the first major review of its community relations policy agenda. After a lengthy period of consultation, a new Policy and Strategic Framework for Good Relations, entitled A Shared Future, was issued in March 2005. This article considers the A Shared Future document against criticisms that have been levelled at previous Government policy efforts to tackle the problem of intergroup division in Northern Ireland. It argues that whilst A Shared Future offers a vision of a 'peaceful, inclusive, prosperous, stable and fair society' founded on the achievement of reconciliation (p. 3), many questions remain as to how these very laudable objectives will be achieved. The paper begins with a review of the policy context and an overview of the central tenets of the A Shared Future document, this is followed by an analysis of how the new policy framework contributes to current thinking and approaches to resolving intergroup conflict. Drawing on an illustrative example from the experience of integrated education in Northern Ireland, the final section presents tensions and policing. Opportunities for dialogue, sharing and mediation have been steadily enhanced and qualitative evaluations have identified a range of good practice (see Quirk et al., 2001) .
In general, however, the community relations agenda has not been without detractors. In the early years, Republicans expressed concern that government commitment to promoting mixed religion encounters, masked a more insidious agenda aimed at assimilating the minority Catholic community into a majority Protestant/Unionist culture. They were also critical of the underpinning analysis of the problem in Northern Ireland as one of poor relations between two communities. This, Republicans asserted, exonerates the British Government from the role it played in the conflict (Hall, 2001) . Some Unionists, on the other hand, saw community relations as a waste of public resources and accused government of engaging in 'political gimmickry', making the point that public resources would be better spent in pursuing terrorists (Knox and Hughes, 1996) . Other criticisms have centred on the short-term nature of many projects and the lack of strategic focus, with practitioners accused of 'preaching to the converted' and 'parachuting in' to undertake one-off projects that can have little impact in the longer term (Neilands, 1997) . More fundamentally, community relations policy has been criticized for attending only to the symptoms of division (segregation) rather than its root causes (structural, political, social disadvantage and inequality) (Hughes and Donnelly, 2002; McVeigh, 2002; Shirlow et al., 2005) .
In the late 1990s, the signing of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement and the establishment, albeit operational only briefly, of a devolved local Assembly, 2 gave a renewed impetus to community relations. Central to the Agreement is the principle of equality and a commitment to promote a 'culture of tolerance' (The Belfast Agreement, 1998) . The interdependence of equality and good relations is recognized and enshrined in the Northern Ireland Act (1998) which places a statutory obligation on all public authorities to promote equality of opportunity and to 'have regard to the desirability of promoting good relations between persons of different religious belief, political opinion or racial group' (Northern Ireland Act, Section 75). Reflecting these commitments, the First Programme for Government of the devolved Assembly (released by the Office of the First and Deputy First Minister [OFM and DFM, 2001] ) prioritized the promotion of greater equality and efforts to combat community division, 'If we are to build a cohesive, inclusive and just society, we must address a range of difficult issues. We acknowledge the pain and hurt of our history and are committed to tackling the inequalities in the life experiences of our citizens . . . Inequalities and divisions in society will only disappear if we have in place consistent, focused and effective policies ' (OFM and DFM, 2001 ). The importance accorded to this mission was underscored by the initiation of a comprehensive review of community relations policy. This included engagement with many key actors involved in the practice and delivery of community relations. In January 2003, the government issued a consultation paper that affirmed the problems of division (interface violence, deepening segregation, lives shaped by community division) and outlined a broad strategy for a more shared and pluralist society and following an analysis of over 500 written responses (Darby and Knox, 2004) , it released the A Shared Future policy document, March 2005 (CRU, 2005 .
A Shared Future policy and strategic framework for good relations in Northern Ireland
In A Shared Future, Government commits to a more coherent, coordinated and long-term approach, which places responsibility for improving relations at all levels of public sector delivery. Policy aims are articulated with regard to the establishment, over time, of a 'shared society', defined by a culture of tolerance, and the achievement of reconciliation and trust (CRU, 2005, p. 3). The document also makes clear that 'benign apartheid' is not an option, 'We are not talking about an apartheid society. A "cultural variety" in constant motion is very different from, and highly preferable to, a limited "variety of cultures" set in aspic' (ibid, 1.1.9, p. 8). A set of three principles are established: (1) that everyone in Northern Ireland deserves to be treated as an individual, equal with all others and not a 'mere cipher for a "community"'; (2) that there should be mutual recognition of common humanity; (3) that the state should be neutral between competing cultural claims (ibid, 1.1.13, p. 9). Based on this vision, the document offers aims and illustrative actions that 'can be taken by departments and other social actors' (ibid, 1.1.14, p. 9) and outlines the mechanisms that will facilitate a more integrated approach to the delivery of a shared society. Key policy priorities include:
. The achievement of a shared society, where people can live, work and play together. . Elimination of sectarianism, racism and other forms of prejudice to enable people to live and work together without fear of intimidation. . The reduction of tension and conflict at interface areas. . The promotion of civic-mindedness through citizenship education. . The protection of members of minority groups. . The impartial delivery of public services.
. The shaping of policies, practices and institutions that will enable trust and good relations to grow. . The promotion of dialogue between, and mutual understanding of, different faiths and backgrounds (ibid, pp. 10 -11).
Linked to these objectives, Section 2 of the document outlines priority areas and a range of associated actions that can facilitate the development of a shared society. For illustrative purposes, it is worth focusing on a couple of these. First, with regard to shared communities, Government outlines a commitment to support and protect existing areas, where people of different backgrounds live together and to explore possibilities for mixed housing. Key actions are that the Department for Social Development, through the Housing Executive should ensure that residence in a particular area will be on the basis of housing need, rather than on an 'insistence that only "one sort" live on certain streets or districts ' (ibid, 2.5.6, p. 30) and that the Housing Executive, as a matter of priority, should bring forward 'as soon as is practicable its proposed pilot schemes on integrated housing' (ibid, 2.5.7, p. 30). An interagency approach is advocated, where the Housing Executive will work with the PSNI and others to protect mixed housing areas and build relationships at neighbourhood level (ibid, 2.5.7, p. 30).
Second, in relation to the promotion of shared education, Government advocates the development of opportunities for shared and intercultural education at all levels -nursery, primary, secondary and tertiary. In pursuit of this, all schools should ensure through policies, structures and curricula that pupils are 'prepared for life in a diverse and inter-cultural society and world ' (ibid, 2.4, p. 24) . In addition, education should encourage understanding of complex historical issues and teachers should be 'prepared and trained' to educate young people to be 'effective and responsible members of a shared society' (ibid). Actions proposed for the Department of Education include the coordination action involving schools, teacher training and curricular development and the youth service to promote good relations, and the encouragement and facilitation of integrated education and greater integration in education.
In addition to identifying actions in specific policy areas, Government outlines proposals for action at central, regional, local government, community and individual levels that are aimed at driving forward the strategic framework and policy. These include:
. The establishment in Central Government of a cross-departmental Good Relations Panel, chaired by the Head of the Northern Ireland Civil Service, to prepare a coordinated triennial plan, underpinned by Section 75. Finally, Government acknowledges the importance of monitoring and evaluation in both the short and longer term, and commits to the development of 'meaningful, measurable and relevant indicators' (ibid, 4.2, p. 58) through which progress towards the type of society envisaged in A Shared Future can be assessed.
A Shared Future -a shift in the right direction?
The policy and strategic framework presented in the A Shared Future document has much to commend it. First, by acknowledging the need for reconciliation and the establishment of a 'normal' civil society, where individuals are considered as equals and where differences are resolved 'through dialogue in the public sphere' (ibid, 1, p. 7), A Shared Future represents a move away from adaptive policy making, towards a more transformative approach. Public policy in Northern Ireland has been recognized as a 'remarkable example' of a modern Western state's ability to adapt to issues of community division (CRC, 2003, p. 12) . Rather than challenging the manifestations and causes of division, the priority has been to respond to them so that a basic quality of life can be maintained even in the direst circumstances. Thus, in the face of violence and conflict, and at huge cost, dividing walls have been erected and duplicate public services delivered on largely sectarian lines in many areas of Northern Ireland. Segregation sustains conflict by creating a social climate that fosters mutual ignorance and suspicion (Gallagher, 1995) and A Shared Future reflects the moral and economic unsustainability of a 'separate but equal' approach to it and offers a vision of a transformed 'shared' society based on the principles of peace, equality and reconciliation. Second, in A Shared Future, relationship building is placed at the centre of the strategy to achieve a sustainable peace in Northern Ireland. Whilst acknowledging the importance of reducing inequality and tackling the problems of paramilitarism, the point is made that unless the underlying difficulty of 'a culture of intolerance' is addressed, a more 'normal' society will be unattainable 'Moving from relationships based on mistrust and defence to relationships rooted in mutual recognition and trust is the essence of reconciliation' (CRU, 2005, 1.4.1, p. 14) . The importance of relationship building at both interpersonal and intergroup levels has long been recognized by social scientists as key in conflict resolution strategies (see, for example, Hewstone and Brown, 1986; Dovidio, Gaertner and Kawakami, 2003) . In recent years, literature has developed around the notion of 'social capital' (see Putnam, 2000) that underlines covariance between 'quality' relationships (intimate, political, businesslike and friendly) and quality of life in any society. In Northern Ireland, a determinant of reconciliation and a shared society is likely to be the nature of relationships in public, personal and community life. The prioritization of relationship building in A Shared Future has the potential to elevate the type of activity that has long been considered in the public sector and by many others in Northern Ireland as somewhat tangential, marginal and 'soft'. It recognizes that work with victims, survivors, people on the interface and even those who believe themselves to be tolerant and accepting of others is essential in the promotion of peace and reconciliation.
Third, a key theme in the A Shared Future document is the importance of a 'joined-up', interagency, strategic approach to the achievement of peace and reconciliation objectives. Problems of division in Northern Ireland are recognized as multi-faceted and as requiring action at many different levels and across a range of departments. Government acknowledges that placing good relations at the centre of policy, practice and delivery of public services, and encouraging cooperation and coordination between the various stakeholders, is core to the achievement of a shared future. This approach recognizes the wisdom of the old African proverb, 'If all the spider's webs join up, they can stop even a lion' and reflects a shift in the mindset that until relatively recently viewed responsibility for improving relations as the preserve of dedicated but isolated units/organizations (CRU, CRC).
Fourth, A Shared Future indicates a shift away from the bipolar, static analysis of the Northern Ireland conflict as, in essence, a problem of cultural and political monoliths in opposition (Protestants/Catholics, Unionist/ Nationalists). This analysis is limiting for a number of reasons, but primarily because it underplays the complexity of identity and the dimensions of the conflict that are not explainable by the Protestant/Catholic axis. The stress in A Shared Future on the importance of equality for all and the danger of treating individuals as a 'cipher for community', juxtaposed with avocation of an impartial role for Government embodies an analysis of the conflict that acknowledges disadvantage and discrimination as core contributory factors. Finally, A Shared Future emerged out of the Belfast/Good Friday Agreement and reflects developments at the macropolitical level that have seen a commitment on the part of all political parties in Northern Ireland to bring about devolution and to work towards the peaceful resolution of the conflict. The vision of a 'Shared Society', and the fundamental principles set out in the document, are accepted by all, albeit with some disagreement over what a 'Shared' society should look like and how it should be achieved. This marks progress on earlier manifestations of community relations policies that, within the context of a more comprehensively British State, were unacceptable to a substantial minority of the Northern Ireland community.
A Shared Future -more of the same? The previous section offers an overview of how the vision and objectives contained in A Shared Future represent some new thinking in relation to the legacy of conflict and how current manifestations of it might be understood and resolved. The emphasis on a more transformational and interventionist approach, the prioritization of relationships, the commitment to mainstreaming and joined-up effort, underpinned by a more rounded analysis of the problem and new constitutional arrangements, offer grounds for optimism. The document, however, presents a tension between 'aspiration' and policy 'action' that, unresolved, will, at best, present major challenges if Government is serious about its commitment to mainstreaming good relations. At worst, this tension could amount to 'little change' and 'more of the same' in the priority accorded to resolving difference and effecting change in previous policy manifestations.
Major areas of weakness include a failure to define key terms in operational language and allied to this the focus on policy action (what will be supported) at the expense of policy process (how these actions will deliver change). In the Foreword to the A Shared Future Document, Paul Murphy, then Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, asserts that the basis of good relations is the 'Achievement of reconciliation, tolerance and mutual trust and the protection and vindication of human rights for all' (p. 3). A range of policy actions are proposed in respect to promoting such good relations and generating a more shared society including the endorsement of community relations policies that have been in place for many years, for example, support for integrated education, mixed housing and the creation of neutral spaces.
The disappointment of A Shared Future is not necessarily that there is little change in the broad policy themes, but that little account has been taken of learning accumulated over two decades of community relations practice and theory-building. There exists now a body of knowledge (research reports, evaluations, theoretical insights, practitioner knowledge) that is informative about the nature of activity that is likely to promote better relations and the barriers that are likely to inhibit progress towards reconciliation. Yet, despite this evidence, some of which challenges the effectiveness of current policy interventions, the actions proposed in A Shared Future largely reflect a broad brush 'more of the same' approach and the document is riddled with uncritical assumptions about the potential of actions proposed to transform relationships of mistrust, fear and hostility.
Taking just one policy proposal in A Shared Future, it is possible to illustrate this point. Support for integrated education and greater integration in the segregated school sector, is presented in the policy framework as an action that will enable trust and good relations to grow. Since the first integrated school was established in 1981, a body of research evidence has accumulated that challenges the assumptions inherent in this logic. Although some research suggests that mixed religion schooling may promote cross-group friendship between individuals (Irwin, 1991; McClenaghan et al., 1996; , there is convincing evidence that some such schools may actually do little to enhance intergroup trust, tolerance and/or mutual understanding (see Donnelly, 2004a Donnelly, 2004b McMullan, 2005; Donnelly and Hughes, 2006; Hughes and Donnelly, 2006) and may even exacerbate problems of division. Key process-related issues advanced to explain a potential disconnection between objectives and outcomes are that:
. A source of unresolved tension in some integrated schools is lack of consensus regarding the 'integrated' objective. Variable interpretation range from the need to create a 'neutral' environment, where potentially sensitive issues are avoided at all costs, to an acknowledgement that issues of diversity and difference should be openly discussed and addressed (see Montgomery et al., 2003; Donnelly, 2004a Donnelly, 2004b McMullan, 2005; Donnelly and Hughes, 2006; Hughes and Donnelly, 2006) . . The issue of what constitutes a neutral environment has presented difficulties with the definition of 'neutral' contested by staff from different community backgrounds (see Donnelly, 2004a Donnelly, 2004b McMullan, 2005; Donnelly and Hughes, 2006; Hughes and Donnelly, 2006) . . Compounding problems of defining and operationalizing objectives, is that the behaviour of those involved in delivering integrated education conforms to the well-documented avoidance norms that characterize interaction between Protestants and Catholics in many areas of public life in Northern Ireland (Jonson, 1991; Montgomery et al., 2003; Donnelly, 2004a Donnelly, 2004b McMullan, 2005; Donnelly and Hughes, 2006; Hughes and Donnelly, 2006) .
. There is evidence that mechanisms for resolving, or even airing, issues of concern in relation to a school's integrated status, may be the exception rather than the norm (see Donnelly, 2004a; Hughes and Donnelly, 2006) . . In an education policy environment that makes little distinction in effectiveness measurement between integrated and segregated schools, and where teachers have often received no specialist training, the tendency in some schools has been to follow a path of least resistance in relation to promoting 'integration' (see Donnelly, 2004b; McMullan, 2005; Donnelly and Hughes, 2006; Hughes and Donnelly, 2006) . Thus, at best, integration becomes an 'add-on' to the core activity of education for qualification. . Some schools have serious numerical imbalances between staff and/or pupils from different community backgrounds. Moreover, the location of some integrated schools in very segregated areas has prompted sectarian incidents that are often not constructively dealt with (Donnelly, 2004a; Hughes and Donnelly, 2006) . . Those who accept jobs in integrated schools may do so for reasons other than any commitment to a particular school ethos (Montgomery et al., 2003; Donnelly, 2004b; Hughes and Donnelly, 2006 ).
This list is not exhaustive but it serves to highlight the danger of assuming a causal relationship between action and objective, and reinforces the point that some integrated schools seem to differ very little from the types of mixed environments (communities and organizations) that prevailed during the worst years of the conflict and continue to prevail today. Whilst relations between Protestants and Catholics in such communities are often cordial (as is undoubtedly the case in most integrated schools), latent prejudice and hostility can rise to the surface when events occur that reflect underlying divisions and tension (see Harris, 1986 ). Liechty and Clegg (2001, p. 166 ) make the point that, measured by consequences, rather than intentions, minimizing differences is 'marked as sectarian by potential outcomes of hardening boundaries, overlooking, and belittling, even demonising'. Reconciliation, the key objective in A Shared Future, is defined in social psychology literature as a psychological process that requires a change in people's often well-entrenched beliefs and feelings about the 'outgroup', their 'ingroup' and the relationship between the two (Bar-Tal, 2000) . Intergroup contact, through interventions like integrated education or mixed housing certainly has potential to contribute towards reconciliation by challenging misconceptions and lack of understanding of 'the other', though an accumulated body of research evidence tells us that this is unlikely to happen just by chance. Meta-evaluations of research conducted over decades in Northern Ireland and elsewhere (see Pettigrew and Tropp, 2000) identify criteria that are important in achieving prejudice reduction and the improvement of intergroup relations through contact interventions. Based on emergent common themes, Tausch, Kenworthy and Hewstone (2005) highlight the following:
. Members of the different identity groups should be brought together under conditions of equal status. . Activities should involve some form of co-operation towards a common goal. . Meaningful personalized contact between members of different groups can be achieved by interactions that encourage self-disclosure of intimate information -thus building interpersonal trust. Such interactions can also promote self-other comparisons that cross category boundaries. This leads to 'heightened perceptions of interpersonal similarity', which can generalize to the entire outgroup. . In order for positive effects of contact to generalize to the outgroup as a whole, an explicit linkage should be made between participants and their groups. This is best done after an initial period of interpersonal contact, so as to avoid the anxiety and competition associated with interactions that are characterized by salient group memberships. . The main psychological processes behind the beneficial effects of contact should inform the nature of the intervention. Thus activities and discussions should encourage perspective-taking and empathy, promote the development of affective ties with outgroup members, reduce anxiety and challenge perception of threat from the outgroup. . In order to generate long-term results, contact should be enduring.
Sustained contact promotes greater attitudinal change than 'oneoff' encounters. Change is an 'iterative and cumulative process' that involves different stages and the processes involved are not achievable in the short term. . Positive contact should occur in a range of social settings and contexts to maximize generalization to other situations so that the problem of 're-entry' is avoided. . Intervention programmes should be rigorously evaluated to assess actual levels of interaction and to determine causality and outcome measures (attitudes and emotions) should be supplemented by behavioural measures (helping, aggression etc.) and societal indicators of success (e.g. reduced levels of violence, shifts in friendship patterns). 
Wider Implications
Although the focus of the worked example outlined above is education, there are implications for other policy actions outlined in A Shared Future. Actions to develop shared workplaces and communities, to promote an 'integrated approach to community development, good relations and reconciliation' (2.8.16, p. 42), to promote increased understanding of cultural diversity and to 'place the promotion of good relations at the centre of policy, practice and delivery of public services' (3.1.2, p. 47) all need to be rationalized, defined, operationalized and measured according to how they contribute the overall policy vision. Moreover, that policy vision needs to better reflect that difference in Northern Ireland is often underpinned by an understanding of inequality (real and perceived). Challenging the perception as well as the reality of difference should be at the heart of good relations policy aimed at promoting a Shared society. Challenging the perception, as well as the reality of difference, should be at the heart of good relations policy. It is frustrating in this respect that A Shared Future is somewhat woolly on the relationship between equality and good relations. Whilst the document asserts the complementarity of these concepts, a coherent strategy that recognizes the fundamental importance of equality to the achievement of good relations, has not been articulated. In a recent paper, Hughes and McCandless (2006) make the point that the vision of a Shared society is unlikely to be achieved within the current 'silo' approach, where addressing real inequality remains the domain of a somewhat marginalized and underresourced communitydevelopment sector. They argue that Government needs to demonstrate how the interdepartmental approach, advocated in A Shared Future, will function to ensure that systemic problems of disadvantage and inequality will be tackled within the context of promoting more harmonious relations. An important consideration is the relationship between the Equality Commission, the Community Relations Council, the Community Relations Unit, the Equality Unit, the Department of Social Development, local Councils and other public bodies with relevant remits. At present, the efforts of each are relatively compartmentalized, depending on primary responsibility for good relations, community development or equality. Hughes and McCandless (2006) also appeal to policy makers to reflect on practices that serve to institutionalize and promote sectarianism and inequality, such as supporting 'single-identity' work in response to political pressure, rather than on an objective assessment of need, measured by equality and good relations criteria.
If the Shared Future policy agenda is to mean more than light-touch effort on the part of those departments/organizations charged with responsibility for delivery, then there needs to be clear articulation of the change process and mechanisms put in place to support the achievement of policy objectives. This is unlikely to happen in the absence of some significant investment. It is worrying, given the scale of the task ahead, that the financial and resource implications of A Shared Future are considered to be 'largely neutral ' (3.5.3, p. 56) .
Finally, the charge that Government efforts to promote good relations in Northern Ireland are motivated by some ulterior motive, will always limit possibilities for progress. An inclusive approach that engages all local stakeholders in the ideological debate about A Shared Future, and appropriate delivery mechanisms seems obvious. The interdependence of good relations and equality in all areas of public life has long been recognized (CRC, 1998) . Insofar as a devolved Assembly is both a tangible expression of this, and a democratic forum, its operation seems imperative to relationship building and the delivery of A Shared Future.
